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THE SPIRIT
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by

CHESTER
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TRAVELSTEAD

Dr. Chester C. Travelstead is Provost of the University of New Mexico.
The speech reprinted here was given on October 29,1976
at the UNM Alumni Board luncheon
and printed in the December 1976 New Mexico Alumnus.

INTRODUCTION

A TEACHER IN SPIRIT

by

JOEL

M.

JONES

Though we academics live in a
world of words, a world of dialogue and lectures, not many of us
have been privileged enough to
have given a speech which has
cost us our job. I say "privileged"
because to lose one's job due to a
speech which one has given would
mean that the words which one
spoke had a significance far beyond the normal. Chester Coleman
Travelstead gave such a speech
slightly over twenty years ago, a
speech which promoted integration in the then segregated South,
a speech. which cost him a deanship. One is also "privileged" to
hear such a speech, to be part of
a moment when words become
truth, a moment when consciousness and conscience, conviction
and courage conjoin to bring the
words up from the very depths
of one's being. Recently Chester
Travelstead
delivered
another
speech
which came from the
depths, a speech much less political in a superficial sense, but
profoundly political and provocative in the visionary ideal it posits
for any institution of higher education which would aspire to great-

ness. This speech-the
one reprinted herein-did
not, could not,
cost him his job. It came, instead,
near the end of a job well doneand though delivered twenty years
later than the first, at the pinnacle of an outstanding career as
an academic
administrator,
this
speech struck many of us in the
audience as another rare moment
when this individual had found
the clarity of vision and courage
of conviction to tell us how far we
had yet to go.
As has so often been the case in
his essays and speeches throughout his career, Chester began this
speech with a reference to the past,
in this case his personal past. His
sense of history is a most vital one,
one which he exercises every day,
one which is so apparent in both
casual conversation
and careful
composition. In surveying recently
all of his speeches and published
works (and for a man who has
been so administratively
involved,
the number of these is most impressive), one consistently comes
across references
to the Bible,
classical and contemporary
history, statements by political and
philosophical
figures from the
European and American past, as
well as references
to moments

from his personal past. Never,
though, is this historical sensibility used in such a way as to escape
the realities of the present. To the
contrary, the past, institutional or
individual, for Chester Travelstead
has always been a vehicle for confrontation with present realities
a.n~ .c.ontem~lation on future possibilitles. HIs is a living past, a
presence and a projection. Whenever I am asked what J think
Chester will do when he retires
my response is simple: "He won't
retire." Retirement, as we so often
use that word, indicates a withdrawal, the process whereby one
allows the present to become the
p~st. For him, past and present
will always be problematic-and
~e will always be engaged in seekmg the understanding necessary
for a better future.
No better illustration exists of this
than the recent speech, "The Spirit
of a Great University." In the past
several decades Chester Travelstea.d has ~riHen on the politics
of integration in public schools
music education, teacher educa~
tton, the accreditation of teacher
education, colleges of education
the meaning of a liberal education:
and the problems of university
education in general. In all of these

speeches
one finds persistent
motifs, consistent concerns: integrity, intelligence, quality, freedom, responsibility, critical thinking, and moral excellence. Never
has Chester Travelstead fallen prey
to the propensity for platitudes
50 characteristic
of much educational writing dealing with comparable issues. From being the
teacher in a two-room school
house to being the centra! academic officer in a state multiversity, he has always been most
familiar with the essential and
existential reality of the educational
experience
he
would
analyze or change. In his speeches
and his writings he has criticized
those who would define "quality"
or "excellence" in purely quantitative terms (that is simply by
hours worked or scores achieved),
he has defended those who would
defy the status quo in their thinking and writing, he has challenged
educators at all levels to resist
"timidity"
and "ultraconservatism," he has stressed repeatedly
the symbiotic relationship of freedom and responsibility-and,
insofar as I can ascertain, he has
never written nor spoken what
he thought someone wanted to
hear, but rather only what he
thought needed to be said. Such,

of course, is the primary responsibility (and freedom) of the
teacher.
I knew this man once as my
teacher, literally, and I can still
remember him saying ir. one of
our earlier conversations that he
was surprised at my interest in
and compulsive reading of the
literature
on higher education.
Now. over a decade later, concluding a three-year period of working
with him daily as a colleague, and
in the context of a continued reading of the literature of higher education, I feel it would be most
appropriate to share this speech
with a much broader audience
than those who were in allendance
at the Alumni Association banquet
where it was given. In the past
several years hundreds of commentators have taken it upon
themselves to tell us what is wrong
with higher education and how
we might improve our institutions.
Rarely, though, do these voices ring
authentic, rarely do they speak
with the authority of the experiential reality found in the heated
crucible of central administration,

and even more rarely (when they
do speak from that crucible) do
such voices espouse the cause of
the critical intelligence, the spiritual cause which rests at the core
of any true university. Such was
the rare voice we heard that day,
and 50 we would share this speech
with many others for many days.
In 1837 Ralph Waldo Emerson
posited for us in his now classic
speech, "The American Scholar,"
an ideal for the American academic: one who would conjoin
verbal and experientiaJ reality, one
who would not fear times of
change and challenge, one who
could distinguish popular outcry
and voices of doom from less obvious but more meaningful utterances, one would read and remain
thoughtful in several disciplines,
one who, finally, would recognize
the ethical conjunction of individual and institutional
levels of
meaning. Throughout his career
Chester Travelstead
has been
Emerson's
"man
thinktngv-,a
scholar in thought, an administrator in action, and, above all, a
teacher in spirit.
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THE SPIRIT
OF A GREAT UNIVERSITY

by

CHESTER

C. TRA VELSTEAD

As most of you perhaps know, r
from the University
of
New Mexico next June. In less than
nine months I will have completed
46 years of teaching and administration
in elementary,
secondary,
and collegiate institutions,
the last
27 of them being in four state
universities.
I assume those responsible
for

will retire

the program

. it is Q place, bul even more
it is a spirit, Q community.

for today'e luncheon

wanted to give me an opportunity
to have one last "big fling" in
asking me to speak at this important occasion.
In any case, I am
pleased and feel honored to be
with you.
When considering
what I might
say. my first inclination
was to
reminisce about my 21 years at this
institution-to
let my mind wander
in recalling
what caused
me to
come to UNM (it was not "bad
health,"
I assure
you; r did not
come here 10 die) and to describe
some of the funny and sad things
that have happened
to me since r
arrived on this campus on a very
cold, snowy day in January of 1956.
But then
I caught
myself
and
decided not to reminisce,
realizing
that to do so would surely convince you that I am in my dotage,

afflicted
with
creeping
senility.
And since I am not ready to accept
those labels for myself, I decided
instead
to IDok ahead, to share
with you what I hope UNM will be
10 or 15 years from now-a
truly
great university.
Before I get into that topic, however. I want to relate briefly some
of the events surrounding
my coming to this institution,
since these
particular
events
are so closely
related to the nature and purposes
of a great university.
Immediately
prior to my coming
here. my family and I were happily
located at Columbia. South Carolina, where I was dean of the School
of Education
at the University
of
South Carolina from 1953-56. And
we had no intention
of leaving
there anytime SODn. But in 1954, as
all of you will recall, the Supreme
Court of the United States made an
historic decision in the Brown vs.
Board of Education
(Topeka, Kansas) case. Simply stated, the Court
said, in effect. that segregation
[of
the races] in public schools is in
and of itself discriminatory
and
therefore
a violation
of the Fourteenth Amendment.
My response to that decision was
made in a speech I delivered on the
University
campus in the summer
of 1955. while I was still dean of

. faculty and students ore
supported and encouraged.
to think for themselves, to
criticize the values, beliefs, and
practices they observe around
them, and to dare to design and
help bring about what they think
is a better society."

Education. I said in part at that
time:
"It is my firm conviction
thot
enforced segregation of the races
in our public schools can no longer
be justified on any basis-and
should, therefore, be abolished as
soon as practicable. Even though
as a white Southerner, 1 have,
since my early childhoDd, taken
for granted the practice of segreganon, I can now find no justification
for it.
"
I thought that in making this
comment as the dean of a school
where future teachers were being
educated I was merely facing reality in a very moderate way-"as
soon as practicable" I had said.
Nevertheless, just two weeks after
the speech I received a brief letter
from the secretary of the University Board of Trustees, informing
me that "in the best interest of the
University" 1 was being dismissed
from that institution. No reason for
the action was given, but everyone
knew it was because of the statement I had made about segregation.
After several weeks had passed, I
was finally successful in setting up
a meeting with the president and
trustees to discuss the reason(s} for
my sudden termination. When I
posed this question at that meeting,

one of the trustees said, somewhat
awkwardly, that the reason I had
been dismissed was because I had
spoken out in public about a very
controversial matter.
"Professors," he insisted, "just
should not become involved in
controversial matters."
After thinking about his answer
for a moment, I then asked him this
question: "Mr. Rutledge, if on August 1 I had upheld and defended
segregation in my speech, instead
of calling for its abolishment,
would you have approved of my
action?"
Without
hesitation
he
retorted, "You're damned right I
would!" The meeting ended very
soon after I observed tn the group
that it seemed obvious that being
involved in a controversial matter
was no! the problem, but rather
which side of the controversy one
took! No one disagreed.
A sad corollary to this whole
affair was an opinion expressed by
the student editor of the campus
paper at the University of South
Carolina. Siding with the trustees'
action in firing me, his editorial
chided me by saying, "He, whose
bread I eat, his song I will sing,"
meaning of course that as long as I
was accepting a salary from that
institution I was obligated not to
question its position on any matter,

particularly
a delicate one like
segregation. Rather than making
me angry, this comment made me
sad to think about the shallowness
of the education that young student
was receiving at the University of
South Carolina.
When it became known that 1
was soon to be employed at the
University of New Mexico as dean
of the College of Education,
a
reporter for Newsweek magazine
called President Tom Popejoy from
New York, asking him if he knew I
had been fired from the University
of South Carolina, intimating, of
course, that if Mr. Popejoy did
know he surely would not employ
me. To this pointed query, Tom
Popejoy
calmly
replied,
"Dr.
Travelstead's stand on segregation
was more of a recommendation
than an indictment. We made a
thorough
investigation
of the
speech Dr. Travelstead
made in
reference to segregation, and we
found that it was in line with our
point of view that segregation is
contrary 10 our way of life." Soon
afterward,
the
UNM General
Faculty unanimously
adopted a
resolution drawn up by Professor
Willis Jacobs of the Department of
English
commending
President
Popejoy for his action.
I tell you about these particular

events not because they happened
to me personally,
but rather
because they are vividly illustrative, it seems to me, of the bod and
good things that can and do happen at universities.
The action
taken in this case by the president
and trustees of the University of
South Carolina is certainly what
should not-does not happen at a
great university. And conversely,
what President Popejoy and the
University of New Mexico faculty
said and did in this matter are good
examples
of what a first-rate
university stands for and what it
does about it.
So now to the topic I want to
discuss briefly: just what is a truly
great university-and
what do I
hope UNM might become in the
near future?
A great university is a place, to
be sure, but even more it is a spirit,
a community, a sel of circumstances, under which a group of
scholars and teachers are engaged
in' evaluating and passing on the
heritage of the past, and in the
dissemination
of current knowledge. And of course it also helps its
community, its state, and its nation
to identify and solve the many
problems they confront. In its very
best sense, however, a great university is a condition which assures

. the number of truly great
universities is also not very large,
and those which are so identified
are constcnuy in danger of
becoming less than great."

both faculty and students the
freedom to pursue their own
search for knowledge and truth,
freedom to question, freedom to
decide for themselves and to
"profess" to all their individual
positions on philosophical, social.
political and economic issues,
freedom to be wrong without
undue penalty, and freedom to propose and help implement new and
different solutions to problems facing the human race.
Many of you are probably thinking that these are innocuous
phrases, harmless platitudes that
most people accept without question. If some of you do believe
that, I urge you to examine them
again, for I submit they are not any
of these things. The definitions of a
great university which I have just
given are explosive and very controversial; they are even revolutionary and are fully accepted only
by those who see history in longrange perspective and who are
willing, therefore, to sacrifice shortrange personal convenience and
gratification for more distant and
permanent advantage to mankind.
And the number of persons in our
society who think in those terms is
relatively small. Consequently, the
number of truly great universities
is also not very large, and those

which are so identified are constantly in danger of becoming less
than great. In fact, anyone of them
may without much warning fall or
be toppled from that pinnacle of
distinction, because of the ignorance, bigotry, greed, fear, hypocrisy or false pride of those who
have supported them.
When I say "fall" or "toppled," r
do not mean that a university will
necessarily
be physically
destroyed by burning or pillaging,
even though such a fate has befallen some of them. The more likely
change for the worse will be less
obvious. The loss of heart, zeal,
commitment, dedication and integrity is far more subtle. When a
university suffers such a loss, many
people will never even notice it.
Those with no awareness of what a
good university really is will see
the buildings still standing, an orderly schedule of classes, with
faculty and students still there and
think everything is unchanged.
(You will recall that Mussolini
made the trains run on time.) Only
when a university becomes an obvious tool of the state, a channel for
vicious indoctrination and propaganda (such as in Hitler's Germany) do most people realize the
tragedy of its decline and fall.
How then is a first-rate-a great

-cuniverslty
created,
nurtured,
maintained and preserved? The
answer is not simple or brief, but I
would like to set forth a few guidelines which may be of some help to
those interested and involved in
such efforts. I particularly want to
call these things to the attention of
the UNM Alumni Association,
because this institution will never
become a great one unless its
graduates and the citizens of this
state who are influenced by those
graduates really want it to be great
in the true sense of that word.
Pirst, it is far more difficult to
create and preserve a great public
university than it is to build and
protect a gre-at private one. Not
impossible, just more difficult. The
reason for this difference is easily
understood. As I have intimated
earlier, a great university is actually an enigma or paradox in society
-viewed by some as a "Trojan
horse within the city walls," since
its facuIty and students are supported and encouraged not to be
bound by the past or even the
status quo but rather to think for
themselves, to criticize the values,
beliefs, and practices they observe
around them, and to dare 10 design
and help bring about what they
think is a better society. For a
private university (a Stanford, a

Chicago, a Columbia, a Harvard,
Princeton or Yale) 10 do these
things may make the public uncomfortable and unhappy; but
since such institutions are not
funded by public tax money, the
unhappiness is not so crucial.
Whereas, for a public university
supported
by hard-earned
tax
money to be advocating a new and
different kind of society is quite
another matter. Especially is the
public angry and upset when
social, political,
philosophical,
moral, educational. and religious
issues are at stake.
Therefore, UNM-which
is a
state university dependent upon
the legislature for its financial support-will become a great university only when the people of this
state actually know what that term
means and decide that's what they
want. And it will remain great only
if those same people don't panic
when they find that the faculty and
students at this institution are not
confining their discussions, values,
and beliefs to what has been and
even what is in New Mexico. Instead of acting precipitously and
rashly against the Universilyeither directly or through the legislature-these people should "count
ten" and while counting remember
thai in 1525 Copernicus was

". .. this institution will never
become 0 great one unless its
grnductes ond the citizens of this
state.
. really want it to be great
in the true sense of thot word."

labeled not only as a heretic but
also was viewed as one without his
senses when he maintained that
the earth was round instead of [Jat.
If these same people will count
very slowly before acting, they
may also recall thai more than 2000
years ago Socrates. one of the great
minds of all time, was forced to
drink the poisonous
hemlock
because his fellow Athenians
believed he was corrupting the
youth of his time by teaching them
a method of systematic doubt and
questioning-in
other words encouraging them to think for themselves.
Second, a great university must
develop, declare, and be guided by
a clear statemenl of tts missions
and goals. Since no institution
-however great-can do all things
for all people, a first-rate university
must decide and make clear to all
exactly what it proposes to do in
the areas of teaching, research, and
public service. It must determine
whom it will serve-and how. Such
statements of mission must, of
course, be flexible and subject to
periodic modification, but in the
meantime they can and do serve as
general guides for making crucial'
decisions and as yardsticks against
which progress may be measured.
The University of New Mexico

has not yet completed its task in
this respect, but key groups on
campus have been seriously working for almost two years on a
statement of missions and goals for
this institution, and hopefully the
Regents will approve it during the
current year. Unlil UNM does
officially adopt and commit itself
to stated missions and goals-.
which declare at least in general
terms where it is going and why-it
is not likely to become a distinguished university.
Third, there can never be a great
university without a great faculty.
A highly qualified, dedicated, and
industrious faculty is the very
heart and soul of a first-rate university. Specifically, this means men
and women who:
a) Want to teach, who care
about students, and who are willing to work diligently to enhance
the teaching-learning process for
which they are chiefly responsible;
b) Are curious and inquisitive
and who are therefore constantly
engaged in asking and pursuing
questions that go beyond present knowledge and practicesresearch, this is called. It is only
through research that new knowledge is added to what is already
known, and universities continue
to be the best place for certain

kinds of research activity to be
carried on. Research in its broadest
sense is not confined to test tubes
and a laboratory, and it may include efforts to improve the teaching process itself: and, last, these
faculty members
c) Must be sensitive to the needs
of the state and region in which the
university is located, and must be
willing to do their part in helping
to meet these needs through various forms of public service.
It goes without saying that both
faculty and students must be able
-intellectually,
academically-if
the unhampered search for truth I
mentioned earlier is to be fruitful.
(I shall talk more about students
later.)
In order to attract and keep such
faculty members, there must be, of
course, enough money to pay them,
the word "enough" being related to
a national or even international
market from which a first-rate
university must select its faculty
members.
And the necessary
money is nol easy to come by.
But just as important as paying
its faculty adequately, a great
university must also assure its
faculty of the freedoms I have already discussed-freedom to speak.
teach, write, and act responsibly
but not necessarily in agreement

with the university's administration and regents or the general
public. (I need not remind this
audience-especially
those of you
who remember so well what happened at UNM in the lale 1960's
and early '1970'swhen many of our
faculty, administration, and students did not talk, write, and behave as the legislators and general
public thought they should-of the
grave problems when a university
gets at cross purposes with the
publio.}

Fourth, no university can be
great if the students it admits and
retains
are
not
adequately
prepared and willing to perform
academically as they are expected
to do at this level of education. A
university is after all an institution
of higher education, meaning that
its courses, programs, expectations
and requirements are and should
be considerably
more rigorous
than those of elementary and
secondary schools, It follows then
that even though a great university
may provide a limited amount of
remedial or developmental work
for promising students (whether
from minority or majority groups)
whose academic skills are slightly deficient, that university will
soon cease to be great if large
numbers of its students are not
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"A highly

qualified,

dedicated,
faculty is the
very heart and soul of (] first-

and industrious

rate university."

able or willing to do college-level
academic work.
If a university does provide such
remedial or developmental work. it
must at the same time also take
some other steps if it is to avoid a
deterioration of quality in its regular programs. It must keep the
remedial function separate
from
other

programs

and

services;

it

must set and maintain for the regular programs high standards
of
grading based on the performance
level of well-prepared
students;
and finally it must not relax its
graduation requirements, either in
quantity or quality.
The matter of student preparation is critical

today-not

only in

New Mexico but also nationwide.
All available statistics
indicate
major declines in scores made by
students on standardized
tests at
all levels above the fourth grade.
Student scores on these tests in
grades one through four have
remained reasonably steady during
the last eight or ten years. But at all
other levels-fifth
grade through
the senior year of college-student
scores on standardized tests have
declined sharply, at the same time
that grades given to students for
classroom performance have gone
up and up. What used to be "C''
performance
is now labeled as

either "B" or "A." The implications
of those two facts viewed together
are not only serious; they are awesome.
UNM realizes the seriousness of
this situation and is now attempting to cope with the reality of
having many ill-prepared students
enrolled in classes on this campus.
Unless we solve this problem successfully-and
soon-there
will be
little chance of this institution's
becoming a great university. It is
absurd to assume that students
reading and writing at an elementary school level can understand
and appreciate their heritage, can
accumulate current knowledge at a
college level, and can, along with
faculty members,
engage in a
meaningful search for truth and
new knowledge. It is just not possible.
Fifth, next to a high-quality
faculty and well-prepared
students, a great university must have
an excellent library, both in quantity and quality of books and
materials. UNM is making reasonable progress in developing
its
Zimmerman Library. Its acquisition budget of $550,000 for the
current year is 25 per cent higher
than that of last year. In addition,
we have available this year about
$800,000 from the statewide library

bond issue. But r must stress the
fact that the bond money will soon
be spent and that at the present
time our library falls far short of
being a great one. We must continue to improve Zimmerman Library by great leaps if we expect to
have a great university.
Sixth, and last in my remarks, a
first-rate
university
must have
adequate facilities and equipment.
As important
as these physical
things are, however, I have listed
them as number 6 in order of
priority. For unless a university has
the vision, the commitment
to
freedom of inquiry, the stated mission and goals, a well-qualified and
dedicated
faculty and a wellprepared student body, such things
as buildings
and instructional
equipment are of little use. I must
still say, however, that a first-rate
university does have adequate facilities and equipment. Programs in
engineering, fine arts, the natural
sciences, business, nursing, medicine, pharmacy,
and computing
science and other fields require
great amounts of expensive instructional
equipment;
and they
cannot operate effectively if the
only available equipment is obsolescent and poorly maintained.
UNM is in reasonably
good
shape with respect to buildings and

general facilities-even
though it
needs some more of these-but it is
in dire need of much new instructional equipment. In fact, its instructional equipment situation at
present is just short of disgraceful.
And, unless we are able to purchase and maintain properly much
equipment we do not have we
cannot possibly become a distinguished institution,
even if we
meet the other guidelines I have
already listed.
Well, I must stop. If it seems to
you now that making your alma
mater a great university wiII cost
money, you are quite right. But, as
difficult as it is to get and sustain
financial support, I am convinced
that our greatest task is to convince
the people of this state of the
necessity to establish and preserve
on this campus the fundamental
freedoms I discussed earlier. A
first-rate faculty and an able student body working together responsibly under these freedoms
will result in great benefits to New
Mexico.
In fact, if we can put all these
things together at UNM, including
adequate funding, we will have a
truly great university, which if accomplished wiIl be the best possible investment
this state can
make for the future.

ABBREVIATED SUMMARY
OF THE EDUCATIONAL CAREER
OF CHESTER TRAVELSTEAD

DEGREES:
Western Kentucky State College-Bachelor
of Arts Degree
Major: French: Minors: English. Music. Education.
Northwestern

University-Master

University of Kentucky-Doctor
Educational Administration.

of Music Degree.

of Philosophy Degree.

1933
1947
1950

HONORARY DEGREES:
Doctor of Humane

Letters. Morehead

Slate University,

Morehead. Kentucky.
Doctor of Humane Letters. John F. Kennedy University.

1975
1975

Buenos Aires. Argentina.

PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE:
Teaching Principal of two-room rural school, Mecklenburg
County. Virginia.
Teacher in combined junior-senior
high school-Picadeome
High School. Taught

Mathematics

and General

1931-32
1935-37

Science. directed

orchestra. Lexington. Kentucky.
Service in United States Navy. Communications Officer aboard
an attack transport in the Pacific area.
Supervisor of Music, Public Schools, Lexington, Kentucky.
Graduate Assistant-Northwestern
University.
Graduate Assistant-University
of Kentucky. Part-time teaching
and graduate work.
State Coordinator of In-Service Education, Kentucky State
Department of Education, Frankfort, Kentucky.
Assistant Prof. of Education, College of Education, University
of Georgia.
Assistant Dean, College of Education, University of Georgia.
Dean, School of Education, University of South Carolina.
Dean. College of Education, University of New Mexico.
Academic Vice President, University of New Mexico,
Provost, University of New Mexico.

1943-46
1946-47
1946-47
1948-50
1950-51
1951-53
1952-53
1953-56
1956-68
1968-76
1976-77

